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Abstract Traditional and contemporary Inuit concepts of sleep paralysis
were investigated through interviews with elders and young people in
Iqaluit, Baffin Island. Sleep paralysis was readily recognized by most respon-
dents and termed uqumangirniq (in the Baffin region) or aqtuqsinniq
(Kivalliq region). Traditional interpretations of uqumangirniq referred to a
shamanistic cosmology in which the individual’s soul was vulnerable during
sleep and dreaming. Sleep paralysis could result from attack by shamans or
malevolent spirits. Understanding the experience as a manifestation of
supernatural power, beyond one’s control, served to reinforce the experien-
tial reality and presence of the spirit world. For contemporary youth, sleep
paralysis was interpreted in terms of multiple frameworks that incorporated
personal, medical, mystical, traditional/shamanistic, and Christian views,
reflecting the dynamic social changes taking place in this region.
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. . . some people are made to aqtuqsittuq [sleep paralysis] by angakkuit
[shamans] and they don’t wake up at all. . . . There was one time I was in
bed with my wife and I couldn’t wake up at all. There was an old man
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wearing caribou clothing . . . This old man was standing between us and was
smiling at me and reaching towards me. His face was healthy and handsome
but it started to become older. He became ugly and he seemed to have lots
of hair. Because I remembered what my grandmother had told me to do, I
stuck my finger up at him. I seemed to feel him, and then he fell backwards
and disappeared. I thought this had come from someone and I didn’t want
to die. I started wondering, ‘Why are Tautunngi and Qabluittug’s [acquain-
tances] son doing this to me.’ Then I thought, ‘I have hit his tarniq [soul].
Maybe he won’t live.’ Story of Pisuk, a northern Baffin Island Inuit elder,
recounted in 2000. (Kolb & Law, 2001, p. 189)

The Inuit of Canada, who live in the arctic regions of Nunavut (formerly
the eastern part of the Northwest Territories) and Nunavik (northern
Québec), have a rich set of concepts and vocabulary to describe sleep and
dream-related phenomena. Traditionally, there was a close relationship
between dream experiences and shamanistic practices. This is reflected in
Inuktitut terms such as: itillimaniq – sleep walking, during which the sleep-
walker might see things that are invisible to others; aggiujijug – gaining
knowledge of the location of game animals from dreaming; niringuartuq
– having a premonition of future events through dreaming; pinngguag – a
dream that has become completely true; sinnaktuumarlungniq – night-
mares, which were often believed to herald misfortune to the dreamer or
his or her family; and the more complex notion of qavvangniqsaujuq –
dreaming while awake in the company of others and bringing up embar-
rassing information, typically wrongdoings to which the company has not
admitted (Kolb & Law, 2001). The complexity of this vocabulary suggests
the important role that dreams played in the daily lives of the Inuit.

The term for sleep paralysis varies across the region: in the Baffin dialect,
it is called uqumangirniq; in the Kivalliq region, the term is aqtuqsinniq. In
this article, we review traditional and contemporary Inuit notions of sleep
paralysis. Our report is based on a series of interviews with Inuit elders,
adults and young people, undertaken by the Inuit-run Arctic College as
part of a project to preserve cultural knowledge.1

Overview of Traditional Inuit Shamanism

The story of the elder Pisuk quoted earlier vividly describes an episode of
sleep paralysis, with associated hallucinatory experiences, and also illus-
trates the prominent role played by the angakkuq or shaman in traditional
interpretations of sleep paralysis. An overview of traditional shamanistic
beliefs is helpful to more fully appreciate the interpretations of uquman-
girniq (Saladin D’Anglure, 1984, 2001).

In traditional Inuit understanding people are comprised of three souls:
the breath soul which animates the body and which disappears in death;
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the tarniq, which is indestructible and sometimes likened to a bubble
(pullaq) that floats within the body and can exist free of the body; and the
name-soul, which is carried in the name and bestowed on someone
through the act of naming. The tarniq of the living were considered vulner-
able or fragile, especially those of children and women. However, the tarniq
also was a life force, and acted as a protector of the person, so that prayers
could be directed to it for help. If someone was sick, it was believed that it
was because the tarniq was getting too far away from their body. When a
person died, the tarniq would burst like a bubble, releasing a miniature
image of the person, which would grow to human size and live in the land
of the dead.

Tarniit from deceased people continue to be present and make contact
with the world of the living. In the notion of nagliktaujuq, when a child or
person was suffering a lot of hardship or being mistreated by parents or
others, the tarniit of the deceased would be able to see what they were
going through and help them (Briggs, 2000). The souls of the living were
also a potential target for malicious angakkuit (shamans) who could attack
or steal the soul to harm a person.

More generally, angakkuit performed the vital role of monitoring and
reminding community members of the rules of the Inuit social system,
guiding the community to avoid mishaps and bad fortune. Angakkuit
used many tools to maintain order, including public confession in dream-
like séances (Rasmussen, 1929). The most important of their special
powers was their relationship with helping spirits, tuurngait. Tuurngait
were considered citizens of the spiritual world; invisible to non-shamans,
they conferred special powers by hovering above the shaman in spiritual
space, coming to his aid when summoned. Tuurngait came in many
forms, and were traditionally conceived not only as sources of power, but
also as an essential link between the world of humans and the worlds of
the spirits and the dead. With the help of their tuurngait, shamans had
metaphysical and spiritual abilities to heal sickness, guide hunters to
animals, defend mistreated orphans, establish boundaries between the
visible and invisible through divination, and, ultimately, promote
survival of the community by maintaining the balance of the cosmic
order.

Shamans were respected members of the community, in charge of organiz-
ing major seasonal rituals, celebrations, and the recognition of first-time
achievements by children or adolescents (e.g. a boy’s first kill of a game
animal or a girl’s first piece of sewing). Angakkuit were also sought out to
interpret dreams, in particular to predict whether a dream might herald
misfortune, as people feared the content of terrifying dreams. Often, giving
away something valuable helped to assuage the fear derived from a bad
dream, as did talking to the angakkut.
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Not all shamans’ work was for the good of the group. Legends recounted
shamans’ struggles for respect, supremacy, and territory.2 Attacks – for
example, perpetrated for revenge – took the form of ilisiiqsijuq, that is,
putting a hex on another person and sleep paralysis was a manifestation
of such an attack. To protect against a hex, one could use irinaliutiit,
powerful words that could block and send back a hex, or special objects,
such as a bracelet or amulet, that could protect one from the powers of an
angakkut.

Traditional Concepts of Sleeping and Dreaming

In sleep and dreams, the relationship between the person and their tarniq
becomes fragile or tenuous. As an Inuit shaman told Rasmussen (1929):

. . . when a man sleep sleeps, his soul is turned upside down, so that the soul
hangs head downwards, only clinging to the body by its big toe. For this
reason we believe that death and sleep are nearly allied; for otherwise, the
soul would not be held by so frail a bond when we sleep.

This notion of the vulnerability of the tarniq during sleep was found in the
accounts of contemporary Inuit elders in Nunavut:

If a person’s tarniq were to leave the body while the person was sleep the
tarniq would be able to see the body it had just left behind. The body would
appear hollow, as if it had no insides. . . . If the tarniq had really left the body
behind the person would die. Our body is just a casing for our tarniq. The
body is where the tarniq resides . . . (Kolb & Law, 2001, p. 35)

There was a widespread belief that siniktuq, sleep, was a state where one
made contact with the invisible spirit world or the world of the dead. Sleep
was understood as a very private state in which one had communion with
the other worlds. Secretly observing someone while he or she was sleeping
(termed tirliaqsijuq) was frowned upon and might result in later problems
conceiving children. Observing someone’s tarniq during sleep in order to
gain knowledge of the person’s state of health and future was dangerous
and left to the province of the skillful shaman. Malicious shamans and
others would choose to perform their attacks when the person was asleep
and hence more vulnerable.

Dreaming, sinnaktuumajug, was considered vitally important as it
connected the dreamer to the invisible spirit world, yielding knowledge
and insight about oneself and others, the location of game animals, or the
way out of a blizzard. Dreams also provided solace and entertainment in
the often harsh, barren, and isolated environment:

In those days we didn’t have any type of electronic communication. We had
to depend on our own resources. We lived in tents and snow houses. Dogs
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were our principal means of transportation . . . If we were out somewhere
where there were no caribou, and I dreamed about a little rainbow, then I
would know that we are going towards caribou . . . We would be able to go
where there were caribou based on my dream . . . (Kolb & Law, 2001, p. 83)

Although not all dreams were regarded as significant, premonitions in
dreams (niriujaarniit) were treated with care and respect. Dreams gave rise
to a rich imagery involving the relations between people and animals that
were so often represented in stories and art. The logic of this dream
meaning reflects the metonymic and metaphor transformations between
animals and humans common to Inuit cosmology: dreaming of a man
with terrible brown skin would foretell an encounter with a walrus; a
beautiful smiling woman sitting at the floe edge could refer to a bearded
seal; and an elongated hunting tool might mean a death occurring in a
distant relative.3

In some accounts, the tarniq was understood as the source of dreams,
and it was through the eyes of the tarniq that one saw the content of
dreams. Dreams also connected the living and the dead and played a
pivotal role in the naming process (saunik) through which infants were
given the name-soul of someone deceased (Guemple, 1965, 1994). The
kinship relations forged by this naming process remain important for Inuit
today (Fletcher & Kirmayer, 1997).

Although the state of sleep was private, one was supposed to share
unusual dreams, especially if they were troubling. Talking about dreams
was considered to soothe the person and helped ward off bad conse-
quences or negative events associated with dreams. In cases where dreams
were not easily understood, people consulted elders or the angakkuit.
Shamans were given the meaning of the dreams by their helping spirits.

Method

The interviews in this article were conducted in Iqaluit, Nunavut. A new
territory, created under the Inuit land claim, Nunavut encompasses the
northeastern arctic regions of Canada, with about 28,000 inhabitants.
Iqaluit, the territorial capital on Baffin Island (300 km south of the Arctic
Circle) is the most populous and cosmopolitan of all the communities in
Nunavut, and has a population of approximately 6000. Fully 85% of the
population of Nunavut is Inuit.

The Inuit were largely nomadic hunters (and later also traders) until the
mid-twentieth century (Brody, 1975). During the 1950s, through govern-
ment initiatives, they settled in some 26 communities across the region
(Matthiasson, 1992). The Inuit language, Inuktitut, is widely spoken, and
there is a high rate of literacy in Inuktitut and English.
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Interviews for this study were conducted as part of a larger project
documenting Inuit knowledge of sleep and dreams.4 From January to April
2000, Samuel Law and Stephane Kolb conducted exploratory interviews on
sleep and dreams, with specific attention to uqumangirniq. Initial interviews
were conducted with 11 youth and adults who ranged in age from 15 to 45
years, and originally came from a variety of communities in Baffin and
Kivalliq regions. They came from a variety of backgrounds, including
students, friends, clients, and colleagues. They gave consent for the interviews,
which were conducted in English, recorded and transcribed by Samuel Law.

A second set of interviews was conducted with three Inuit elders, one
from Iglulik, and two from Kangiqiniq (Rankin Inlet), chosen for their
depth of traditional knowledge. The elders took part as faculty in a course
on sleep and dreams developed by Arctic Medical College. Over a two-week
period, the nine students in the course interviewed the elders on a wide
range of dream-related topics, from sleepwalking to shamanistic views of
sleep and dreams. All the interviews with elders were conducted in Inukti-
tut, with simultaneous translation into English. Both languages were
recorded. The students transcribed the Inuktitut recordings, and the faculty
transcribed the English recordings. The Inuktitut version was re-translated
and the two English versions were compared for accuracy and fidelity by
bilingual faculty. The final English and Inuktitut versions of the interviews
were edited and published, along with additional materials including the
original Iqaluit interviews of younger generations. All quotations in this
article are from this published report (Kolb & Law, 2001).

Results

Although the interviewees were not chosen for their known experiences
with uqumangirniq (with one exception), all three elders, and eleven
younger interviewees had personal experience with uqumangirniq. The
vast majority of the interviewees were healthy individuals, with no
apparent physical or psychiatric disorders, although no clinical assess-
ments were conducted. In the general population, isolated sleep paralysis
is found in about 30% of people and is not related to any form of psychi-
atric disorder (Cheyne, Rueffer, & Newby-Clark, 1999; Kryger, Roth, &
Dement, 1994).

Descriptions of Uqumangirniq or Aqtuqsinniq by Inuit Elders

When you are sleeping and you are unable to move. You can’t stand up. You
can’t move. That’s what we mean by aqtuqsinniq. It is the same thing as
uqumangirniq. They say that some people do not wake up from aqutuqsiniit.
(p. 190)
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In their interviews, elders from the two regions consistently described the
characteristics of uqumangirniq: a state of awareness as one emerges from
sleep, but one is paralyzed. The elders believed that uqumangirniq was
related to dreaming but was ‘much stronger’ than ‘just dreaming,’ empha-
sizing the paralysis and fright. As one elder described it: ‘I am very scared
when I have an aqtuqsiniq when I am dreaming. I start becoming heavier
and heavier and can’t move.’ (p. 189) During episodes of uqumangirniq,
sounds of ‘hissing,’ ‘roar,’ or ‘hum’ were commonly heard preceding or
during the paralysis and were described as ‘awful.’ As one elder put it:

To me, it is never going to stop being scary. I think when you experience this
you are scared every time. It is scarier when your ears hiss, as this means
there is something very close to you. When I was still a child, I thought I
was going to die. I really wanted to move my body but I couldn’t. (p. 192)

Unusual visual perceptions during uqumangirniq were also reported,
sometimes with a sense of someone approaching, as one elder illustrated
in some detail:

He was wearing a very thin sinew belt. He was not wearing his kamiik
[sealskin boots]. He was wearing mitts made out of caribou foreleg. I
thought maybe he had been sent to me. I was lying in bed and his face
became uglier and uglier and he seemed to get closer and closer. (p. 192)

The experience of a figure approaching the person on their bed is similar
to accounts of sleep paralysis in other cultural groups (e.g. Hinton, Pich,
Chhean, & Pollack, 2005; Hufford, 2005). The description of the looming
figure as ‘ugly’ fits with other accounts of Inuit encounters with spirits
either in dreams, reverie or everyday experience (e.g. Seltzer, 1983).

Alterations in perception including being able to see oneself from an
out-of-body perspective were reported, although in many cases it was less
clear whether this was anxiety related, a dream experience, or specifically
related to the state of sleep paralysis. For example, one elder asserted:

It is like that for some people. They can see their body when they are
sleeping. My husband almost died. When he woke up he said he had been
dreaming. His tarniq was up above his body. When it went back down to his
body he woke up. He said he regretted waking up because his tarniq had
started to ascend . . . (p. 194)

With these extraordinary experiences, the fear of uqumangirniq was
unequivocal, and the greatest fear was of never waking again. Therefore,
those who witnessed others in the state of uqumangirniq were expected to
help. With regard to techniques to escape uqumangirniq, as well as methods
of protection, elders reported techniques taught by their parents or elders,
such as a grandmother’s advice to ‘hold up [their] middle finger,’ or ‘wriggle
a toe.’ One elder advised that one should ‘put a bit of spit on their pillow
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that would get them out of it,’ along with shaking them awake. In order to
prevent uqumangirniq, elders emphasized avoiding conflicts, especially with
shamans, and the importance of confessing wrongdoing appropriately and
being respectful and kind to others. In addition, the elders underscored the
importance of talking to children about uqumangirniq in order to transmit
knowledge of its meaning and methods of self-protection.

Descriptions of Uqumangirniq or Aqtuqsinniq by Younger
Inuit

In general, the younger community interviewees, described features of
uqumangirniq similar to those reported by the elders. For example, one 14-
year-old female reported:

When I have uqumangirnuitt, I have some visions. They are not very clear
. . . They are more yellowish, clear, whichever . . . One time I woke up, I
couldn’t move or say anything. I kept hearing things, and two human
shapes, yellowish, were going inside me, one pushing the other, pushing
inside me. I tried to say things, to yell, but I could still seem them right next
to my face. Sometimes you just lie there, and try to move, waiting for things
to happen . . . It goes on for five or seven minutes . . . (p. 200)

A woman in her forties related:

. . . when I was 14, I had my first uqumangirniq. Sometimes I had milder
uqumangirniit. It was like a dream or something, but not a nightmare. . . .
The devil tried to get to me. It had no face, no shape. Evil. I couldn’t move,
couldn’t run, like I was in weakened state. I prayed: ‘Leave me, in the name
of Jesus.’ It really worked. My words came out slowly . . . (pp. 208–209)5

Another woman in her thirties recounted:

The uqumangirniq I had was something a little different. I dreamed of a dog
– a very ugly dog, chasing me and jumping at me. I was sort of stuck in the
dream, half awake, and half dreaming. There was no sound in the dream.
Something pulled me back into the dream. I tried to get awake, but I
couldn’t move. I came out of it finally. My sister moved over to sit next to
me to make sure I was okay because I was sweating, and my heart was
beating fast. I felt really upset. (p. 214)

A male hunter in his forties also described intense fear:

It was like a trance or deep sleep: you are in a dream, your eyes are open,
but you can’t yell or call for help . . . I had visions in those dreams, it was
like a person. It was scary. I also saw three or four big fierce dogs, crawling
in the hallway. I couldn’t move or cry. I tried to pinch myself but I had no
strength . . . I don’t know if they have any meaning. I don’t see any meaning
in them myself. I know if it is bad enough, it can kill a person. (p. 215)
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A 39-year-old mother of four children told the following, drawing atten-
tion to chest pressure, as well as visual and auditory perceptions:

One day I woke up during the middle of the night, and saw a black human
figure. I knew that was not a dream because I wasn’t sleeping. It was like my
ex-husband. But I could not move. I could not yell. I also heard a loud noise,
and felt pressure in my chest, heavy. It was hard to breath. And I was kind
of sensitive to movement. I heard something walk. Then I felt really uncom-
fortable, like something was trying to get into my body. My head had a
‘blown up’ feeling. I was so scared! (p. 207)

Some accounts involved struggles with real-life crises, as one 18-year-old
boy, who had made a suicide pact with a friend who had recently died by
suicide, recounted:

I lost one friend and a cousin to suicide . . . I have had some uqumangirniit
and dreams that give me a lot of fear. It feels like a blackout. I see black
things, sparkling things, or people running around . . . I saw [the friend who
committed suicide] in my dreams shouting. He took a rope to choke me. I
said: No! I wanted him to know that I tried to hang myself seven or eight
months ago. But I don’t want to die. I was really sorry, but I couldn’t talk
. . . I couldn’t talk or move in this dream . . . (pp. 203–204)6

Traditional Interpretations of Uqumangirniq or Aqtuqsinniq
by Inuit Elders

In recounting traditional interpretations of uqumangirniq, elders all
invoked shamanistic knowledge, connecting the causes to the supernatural
and the spiritual world. They readily implicated angakkuit, shamans, as
one of the main causes of uqumangirniq, as one elder reported:

Some people don’t just have ordinary aqtuqsinniit. I think some people are
made to aqtuqsittuq by angakkuit and they don’t wake up at all . . . Some
people just don’t experience aqtuqsinniq. Some people end up not being able
to move because someone is going after them. (p. 189)

The notion of shamans using their special powers to illisiiqsijuq, put a hex
on a person, appeared to be the predominant explanation of uquman-
girniq. Furthermore, uqumangirniq appeared to be a means of war among
the angakkuit themselves as well, as they were not immune to the terrify-
ing effects of uqumangirniq. One elder summarized as follows:

There are different types of angakkuit, those who use their powers to go after
others and those who would use their powers to help. Some angakkuit who
thought they were very powerful, would start using their powers to go after
others. Perhaps if one angakkuq saw this, he might make his tuurngaq
[shaman’s helping spirit] uqumangiqtuq that other angakkuq. I have heard
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if they used their powers to go after another angakkuq this could be danger-
ous, as it could bounce back at them. (p. 191)

The means by which an angakkuq attacked someone with uqumangirniq
was, again, related to the tarniq. It was believed that during the state of
uqumangirniq, one’s body would temporarily separate from one’s tarniq –
and one could wake up without the tarniq’s return. In addition, one elder
related that as the tarniq separated from the body during a state of
uqumangirniq, some people were able to see their bodies lying in bed
through the tarniq, compounding the extraordinary experience:

It is like that for some people. They can see their body while they are
sleeping. My husband almost died. When he woke up he said he had been
dreaming. His tarniq was up above his body. When it went back down to his
body he woke up. He said he regretted waking up because his tarniq had
started to ascend . . . (p. 194)

Ordinary people could also cause uqumangirniq to another with vengeful
or malicious intent; however, there were significant risks with using this
power without sufficient expertise because of the risk a hex would be
thwarted and rebound.

The elders drew an unfavorable comparison between a shaman’s powers
and those of the modern-day priest. Believing that shamans held a more
holistic, omnipotent, and practical power, one elder commented:

There are some priests and ministers that have a lot of knowledge. There are
some that only have their knowledge from paper. They don’t have that much
power. There are others that have power that is not nalliqtuutituq, equal. You
can’t really compare it. (p. 191)

Finally, not all interpretations of uqumangirniq were ominous in nature.
One elder related an alternative explanation, which was the only non-
threatening or positive reference in this study:

In some ways aqtuqsinniit can be helpful. If you were to aqtuqsittuq you
could see a nice looking man or woman that perhaps was a tarniq. If it came
to you and you were unable to move, it had sex with you, then you could
end up with an unseen lover. If you enjoyed it and you wanted to keep this
unseen lover, you didn’t tell anyone about it. You could have found yourself
something pleasurable. Even if you didn’t tell an angakkuq about it, an
angakkuq would eventually find out . . . (p. 190)

This interpretation may have enjoyed some popularity as well, but the
‘unseen lover’ was not necessarily desirable, as this elder invoked it to scare
off others: ‘I was not handsome and I did not show off. When girls started
teasing me, I asked them if they wanted to get an unseen lover. They would
say no, and would stop teasing me . . .’. The notion of an invisible spirit
wife or husband also served as an explanation for other forms of unusual
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behavior, including social withdrawal and auditory hallucinations, among
Inuit in Nunavik, northern Québec (Fletcher & Kirmayer, 1997; Kirmayer,
Fletcher, Corin, & Boothroyd, 1994).

Ultimately, the elders related that, in traditional knowledge, everyone was
liable to uqumangirniq, as ‘It was part of life,’ and it was ‘absolutely not’
possible to cure: ‘[e]ven if you don’t want to uqumangirniq there is nothing
you can do about it,’ because ‘[w]e are always going to dream’ (p. 195).

Interpretations of Uqumangirniq or Aqtuqsinniq by Younger
Inuit

Younger Inuit offered a variety of interpretations of uqumangirniq,
ranging from seeing uqumangirniq as non-significant or benign, ‘just part
of dreams,’ (roughly 25% of interviewees), to viewing it as something
mysterious and inexplicable but worthy of respect (another 25%), to
treating it as something serious and deeply spiritual or evil (about 50%).
Those who believed in its seriousness and importance had no single expla-
nation for the experience. One teacher in her forties said:

I had two aqtuqsinnit in one night. It was very serious. Nobody can help you.
Maybe it was because I didn’t believe it. It is something spiritual. A friend
told me it is worse if you don’t believe in it. She was very angry at me for
having such serious aqtuqsinnit because I didn’t seriously believe in them.
(p. 198)

The same woman also wondered if she had uqumangirniq ‘because [she]
was sleeping the wrong way’; she was sleeping on her back.

Another 39-year-old woman with a long history of grief – two sons had
died by suicide and her mother had recently died – believed uqumangirniq
were special messages:

I was so scared! I thought this must be a message for me to go to hell . . . I
thought they were like nightmares, only worse. If you don’t talk about this,
you go to hell . . . I was still feeling ashamed. People may think I am crazy.
(p. 207)

One woman in her thirties wondered if uqumangirniq occurred because
she ‘had too much on [her] mind, and [she] was keeping too much inside’
(p. 217). Her sentiments were echoed by another artist/carver in his
thirties, who explained:

I knew about aqutusinniit. People talked about them before. Aqutuqsinniit
are dreams that happen every now and then. They don’t really mean
anything more. They have not particular meaning in life. I told my mother
and my friends about my aqutuqsinniit. They say they happen, but don’t
mean anything. I didn’t believe much else. (p. 202)
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Another woman in her thirties provided similar responses, combining
modern and traditional accounts:

Uqumangirniit are just dreams. I think this is related to sleep positions.
Changing the position would fix it. I don’t think it means much . . . If I dream
about a particular animal, it is a warning. It makes me feel that I am connected
with the land. When I dream of animals, I want to know what my dream
means . . . When you have more rational thinking skills, you use dreams less
to help you, but still some. What you think about dreams is related to your
education. People are still using the traditional meanings a lot, because people
still want to be connected with the past . . . especially in our changing culture
. . . [people dream because the] mind doesn’t stop . . . (p. 212)

A woman in her forties working as a clerk firmly believed that uquman-
girniq was both a physical problem and a harbinger of bad luck:

I think of it as . . . induced by nightmares or fatigue. It is a bad omen. Seems
like every time a bad thing is going to happen, I have an uqumangirniq . . .
In ’94 or ’96, in the [Iqaluit] whaling expedition, nine men died. I had this
. . . [uqumangirniq] at the time. Another one was in ’79 . . . four men, who
went walrus hunting and drowned . . . Another one was before a nephew
committed suicide in ’83 . . . There was another time in Dec ’99 – my niece’s
son, a 15-year-old, committed suicide . . . it weighs heavily on me. I wonder
who will be affected, each time when I have an uqumangirniq. I can’t stop
it. It is a bad sign to me. (p. 208)

Besides the bad omen, she also considered that uqumangirniq and some
form of ‘evil’ or haunted ‘spirit’ was connected:

Sometimes the evil presence kills the people I like and know in my dreams
. . . I had another uqumangirniq two months later after I split up with an old
boyfriend. Two years later he hung himself in jail. His presence is still there,
in that house. They will hear noises there at night. The sound of an evil spirit
is still there. (p. 209)

Some younger interviewees advocated telling other people about the
uqumangirniq as soon as possible, treating it seriously, changing sleep
positions, praying, putting a Bible under the pillow, putting an ulu (Inuit
cutting knife) under the pillow, going to confession and receiving blessings
at church, and talking to elders as methods of prevention. Their preferred
strategies for relief were similar to those reported by elders. Indeed, parents
and elders typically taught these techniques to the younger generations.
One teenager also expressed a wish for a book to read on this subject.

Discussion

The only previous accounts of sleep paralysis among arctic peoples avail-
able in the English language literature are the descriptions by Bloom and
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Gelardin (1967) of uqamairineq among Alaskan Yupik and uqumanigianiq
among Inupiat. Like the Baffin and Kivalliq Inuit, the Alaska Eskimo
readily recognized and described sleep paralysis and understood the
experience in terms of vulnerability to spirit attack and soul loss:

The soul is believed to be more vulnerable to influences from spirits and
more likely to leave the body . . . Apparently, the paralysis state relates to the
body which has been left by its soul, and so is without the quality essential
for life. There was clear implication that if the state of paralysis continued
it would result in death. (Bloom & Gelardin, 1967, p. 23)

These explanations are very similar to those provided by Inuit elders from
Baffin and Kivalliq in the present study.

The experience of uqumangirniq was associated with fear, related to its
extraordinary characteristics of paralysis while being awake, and associ-
ated features of visual hallucination, and depersonalization. As a result, in
explaining uqumangirniq, elders uniformly invoked the relation to the
supernatural and the spirit world, as mediated through shamanistic
powers. They readily implicated angakkuit, shamans, as the main cause of
uqumangirniq.

The tarniq, soul, played an important role in the traditional interpre-
tation of uqumangirniq. During sleep, one’s tarniq was more susceptible to
the influences of angakkuit or others. Loss of the tarniq – that is, having it
permanently separated from the body – resulted in death. The vulnerabil-
ity associated with sleep was heightened in uqumangirniq. In addition,
depersonalization or out-of-body experiences sometimes accompanied
uqumangirniq. The experience of being simultaneously paralyzed and
depersonalized was dramatic evidence of the tarniq leaving one’s body.

Depersonalization is closely associated with anxiety, and often accom-
panies experiences of panic.7 There were no clear accounts of panic attack
induced by the sleep paralysis but the intense anxiety associated with the
event and the apparent depersonalization experiences reported by a few
individuals suggest this possibility. By contrast, the few reported accounts
of out-of-body experiences and autoscopy (seeing oneself from outside as
though floating above one’s own body) may be a secondary elaboration
that fits with cultural expectations of the tarniq (soul) detaching itself from
the body and floating away. This elaboration may have occurred either
during the actual experience of sleep paralysis or in later narratives
recounting the experience either by the sufferer or others.

Given the potentially lethal nature of unmitigated uqumangirniq, elders
generally advocated intervening when someone was experiencing
uqumangirniq. Nevertheless, not all viewed uqumangirniq and deperson-
alization with fear. As noted, one elder recalled that her husband was dis-
appointed that his perceived tarniq actually returned to his body – ‘[my
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husband] said he regretted waking up because his tarniq had started to
ascend.’ While this positive value may reflect a parallel with the Christian
notion of ascension of the soul, it also has resonance with traditional
values. The ability to visit the world of the spirits and the land of the dead,
or the heavenly bodies above was highly desirable in traditional Inuit
beliefs.

The elders’ review of traditional interpretations of uqumangirniq
provided a basis from which to appreciate the continuity and change in
ethnopsychological understanding taking place in Inuit communities. The
similarities in accounts were in the descriptions of the characteristics
of uqumangirniq, associated experiences of fright, and the importance of
invisible, supernatural powers as explanations. However, the accounts of
youth and elders also differed significantly.

One major difference was in the nature of the spiritual forces. In
contrast to the elders’ references to the angakkuit, younger interviewees
made little or no reference to shamanistic practices. Instead, the younger
generations used the notion of the ‘devil,’ as in ‘the devil is trying to get
you,’ invoking an explicitly Christian tradition. Christian influence was
also clear in the youth’s strategies for self-protection, which included
praying and putting a Bible under the pillow. Although there were a few
mixed references to both biblical ‘devils’ and shamanistic entities, there was
a nearly complete shift from the elders’ shamanistic cosmology to the
younger generations’ Christian references to supernatural forces. This is
not surprising given the profound influence Christian missionaries and the
Church have played in the arctic in the last century (Dorais, 1997; Fletcher
& Kirmayer, 1997; Laugrand, 2002).8

Aside from the supernatural forces, several younger Inuit used scientific
explanations of dreams and uqumangirniq, for example, suggesting that
both dreams and uqumangirniq were simply a function of a ‘mind [that]
doesn’t stop.’9 Younger interviewees also focused on uqumangirniq as
harbingers of misfortune. These interpretations related to traditional Inuit
beliefs that dreams can foretell fortune or misfortune, as well as the
locations of animals or other crucial information. However, the younger
generation related uqumangirniq predominately to personal or com-
munity tragedies, including hunting accidents, illnesses, and, suicide. Inuit
communities in Nunavut are struggling with much social hardship,
including a youth suicide rate that is several times the national average,
and other issues such as high levels of substance abuse and domestic
violence (Kirmayer, Fletcher, & Boothroyd, 1997b; Northwest Territories
Health and Social Services, 1996, 2000). Interpretations of uqumangirniq
by the younger generations reflected these larger social issues.

A number of community interviewees had experienced uqumangirniq
as a means of communication with important persons who died. This
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parallels Inuit traditional views on dreams in general, which held that
dreams were useful as a way to communicate with dead family members,
express love and longing, and receive guidance and strength.

Knowledge of Uqumangirniq and the Transmission of
Tradition

Though intensely private and personal an experience, uqumangirniq
appeared to be frequently talked about, according to the elders. In this
culture of sharing, the personal experience of uqumangirniq readily
became part of a reservoir of shared knowledge. As a result, experiences of
uqumangirniq were also subjected to protocols and moral standards
similar to those of ordinary, visible, daytime behavior. For example,
traditionally one was discouraged or forbidden to dream of acts of ill-will
toward others, and one was obliged to apologize for dreamed offenses.
Thus, the dream world was part of the social world, and governed by
similar rules (Kolb & Law, 2001).

Although the incidence of uqumangirniq is unclear, the characteristics
of uqumangirniq seemed to be common knowledge, transmitted from
parents to children, grandparents to grandchildren, along with techniques
of protection. However, elders expressed a concern that this knowledge was
being lost, acknowledging the profound shift in Inuit beliefs during their
lifetime. Some elders lamented the passing of the shamanistic era, when
angakkuit were able to help and protect the communities.

Since the virtual eradication of shamanism in the 1940s many Inuit have
been reluctant to talk about shamanism viewing it as an historical curios-
ity or as threatening to Christian values.10 In the last decade, there has been
increasing recognition among Inuit of the depth, creativity and value of
shamanic tradition. According to the accounts reviewed for this study, the
spiritual interpretation of uqumangirniq was anchored in a rich tradition
that was a source of pride to elders and a focus of increasing interest
among the younger generation. The dream world to which uqumangirniq
belongs was an important dimension of Inuit cosmology, in which good
and bad spirits fought for supremacy. This cosmology was mirrored in a
social system that governed their lives with clear causes and consequences:
good people were rewarded with knowledge, truth and success in hunting,
whereas those who broke the rules had trouble finding animals and
became vulnerable to spirit attack.

In the interviews with younger Inuit, it appeared that although
traditional knowledge still plays a role in contemporary interpretations, for
the most part traditional interpretations have been supplanted by Christ-
ian, secular and scientific accounts. The contrast between the elders’
knowledge of shamanism and the secular explanations of younger
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interviewees reflects the ongoing transformations of Inuit culture. Shaman-
ism is not practiced widely any longer but this does not prevent it from
serving as a powerful explanatory model for some segments of Inuit society.
Discussions of traditional knowledge anchored in common experiences, as
illustrated by the elders accounts of uqumangirniq, have a role to play in
bridging the gap between the generations. Most importantly, traditional
knowledge has a central role in forging an Inuit identity that emphasizes
the distinctiveness of Inuit culture and its ties to a specific way of life and
relationship to the land that are not just historical curiosities but part of
ongoing and evolving knowledge and practice (Dorais, 1997; Stairs, 1992).
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Notes

1. We also provide some discussion based on ethnographic research on concepts
of mental health and illness among the Inuit of Nunavik (northern Québec),
who are very closely related to the people of Nunavut at the levels of family,
community, language and culture (Kirmayer, Corin, Corriveau, & Fletcher,
1993; Kirmayer et al., 1994).

2. The recent Inuit feature film Atanarjuit directed by Zacharias Kunuk portrays
such malevolent shamanic attack (Angilirq, Kunuk, Paniq, Qulitalik, &
Saladin d’Anglure, 2002).

3. For examples of this imagery see Blodgett (1978), Blodgett and Gustavison
(1993), and Millman (1987).

4. The Language and Culture Program at Nunavut Arctic College produces,
through its Inuit Studies courses, two series of valuable and distinguished
interviews of Inuit elders from across Nunavut, Interviewing Inuit Elders and
Inuit Perspectives on the Twentieth Century, to record and study the rich oral
history of the Inuit. The subject of dreams and its interpretations held fasci-
nation for many of the students and faculty. As a result, a course on Dreams
in Inuit Culture was proposed for 2000. The first author (Samuel Law) was
involved in the early conception and planning of this project, along with
Stephane Kolb, a graduate student of anthropology, and the Program
faculty, Susan Sammons and Alexina Kublu. For publications see:
http://www.nac.nu.ca/library/publications.htm.

5. This account of possession by the devil is consistent with contemporary
Christian notions among Inuit in Nunavut and Nunavik (Bennett & Rowley,
2004; Dorais, 1997; Fletcher & Kirmayer, 1997).

6. Although the speaker makes a distinction between dreaming and sleep
paralysis, by the end of the account the difference is blurred.
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7. Transient symptoms of depersonalization and derealization are common in
the general population, with a lifetime prevalence rate of up to 74%, and often
occur at the time of a traumatic event. Rates in samples of people with panic
disorder vary from 7.8 to 82.6% (Hunter, Sierra, & David, 2004). As a repeated
experience or chronic syndrome, depersonalization tends to be associated
with anxiety and depressive disorders (Baker et al., 2003) and may be more
frequent among populations where religious practices promote dissociative
experiences (Aderibigbe, Bloch, & Walker, 2001). Anxiety about depersonal-
ization experiences related to losing one’s mind may lead to a vicious circle
with chronic anxiety (Hunter, Phillips, Chalder, Sierra, & David, 2003). This
is characteristic of other culturally mediate forms of chronic anxiety or panic
disorder (Hinton, Hinton, Pham, Chau, & Tran, 2003; Kirmayer & Blake, in
press).

8. In Nunavik in the early 1990s, Inuit were reluctant to talk about shamanism
because it was associated with pre-Christian traditions that they had come to
disavow as part of their Christian identity. Indeed, some missionaries adopted
the conversion strategy of claiming that traditional Inuit beliefs were not so
much untrue as evidence of the workings of the devil. Hence, it is not surpris-
ing that Inuit described sleep paralysis along with other phenomena
traditionally related to the spirit world as due to the ‘devil.’ Beneath this
discourse on demonic possession and the actions of the devil it is possible to
discern traces of older shamanistic tradition but this was not actively
endorsed as such by most Inuit interviewed (Fletcher & Kirmayer, 1997). In
the last decade there has been renewed interest and pride in recovering
traditional knowledge including shamanic tradition. In the present study, the
elders were actively encouraged to give accounts of traditional knowledge that
valorized shamanism and the youth received these with a mixture of cultural
pride and awe.

9. In an ethnographic study of Inuit in Nunavik, the notion of isumaluttuq –
glossed as ‘thinking too much,’ having too many thoughts, too many ‘heavy
thoughts’, negative thoughts, or worries – was a frequent explanation for
mental health problems (Kirmayer et al., 1994; Kirmayer, Fletcher, &
Boothroyd, 1997a).

10. The eradication of shamanism was an explicit goal of Christian missionaries
but also reflects other forces of active cultural suppression and displacement
including the educational system and mass media. ‘Four thousand years of
oral history silenced by fifty years of priests, schools and cable TV? This death
of history is happening in my lifetime’ (Zacharias Kunuk in Angilirq et al.,
2002, p. 13). Current efforts at producing a body of Inuit art, film and litera-
ture aim to reverse this loss.
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